Authoritarian political systems are portrayed as offering few opportunities for citizens to participate in politics -particularly in the policy process. This paper's contribution is to set out new mechanisms that enable Chinese citizens to evaluate government performance, contribute to decision making, shape policy agendas and feed back on implementation. Based on fieldwork in the city of Hangzhou, we argue that the local party-state orchestrates citizen participation the policy process, but members of the public nevertheless do have influence. Political participation is widening in China, but it is still controlled. It is not yet clearly part of a process of democratization, but it does establish the principle of citizen rights to oversee government.
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In their classic study of American politics, Sidney Verba and Norman H. Nie (1972) defined political participation as behaviour designed to affect the choice of governmental personnel or policies. Across a range of other democracies, too, such behaviour has been shown to take these forms, with a great deal of political science research devoted to the study of voting as well as governmental and societal influences on policy. Research on authoritarian political systems, however, has long portrayed participation as more limited. Most obviously, citizens have no opportunity to vote because governments and leaders are unelected, and societal influences on policy making are constrained by lack of freedom of association and expression (Linz 2000 , Brooker 2011 ). In some systems, including pre-1980s China and the Soviet Union, as well as contemporary North Korea, participation has been seen as almost entirely organized by communist party-states in 'mass mobilization' efforts and political campaigns (Townsend 1967) . Although some researchers did identify distinct interest groups in these polities (Skilling & Griffiths 1971 , Skilling 1983 , Goodman 1984 , Falkenheim 1987 , groups outside of the party-state's machinery were thought to have little policy influence. Policy making was instead dominated by the bureaucracy or individual leaders and political factions (e.g. Skilling 1966 , Barnett 1967 , MacFarquhar 1974 . Even in the 1980s, research on the policy process showed bureaucratic actors -especially those at national and provincial level -dominating agenda setting and policy formulation (Lieberthal and Oksenberg 1988, Lieberthal 1992) , while local state actors shaped policies during implementation (Lampton 1992) .
In late 1980s fieldwork, however, Tianjian Shi identified new ways in which Chinese citizens were able to participate in politics -usually at the local or workplace level (where in the planned economy the workplace was a state institution). Shi showed that they voted in local people's congress elections and in leadership elections for work units and villages, and they helped candidates campaign in local-level elections -even if these did not involve a great deal of competition. Shi also argued that ordinary people's political participation in the policy process was -unlike in democracies -limited to the implementation stage and often took an individualized (rather than interest group) form (Shi 1997, pp. 9-10) . He showed how people engaged in particularistic activities -directly appealing to their workplace leaders, lodging complaints or writing letters to newspaper editors -with the aim of shaping how policies were implemented. They also adopted unauthorized or semi-authorized modes of collective participation, such as organizing or joining strikes, slowdowns and demonstrations -again aimed at dealing with perceived injustices arising from policies after they were implemented. In documenting these latter activities, Shi was part of a growing number of researchers in the field of comparative politics who extended the definition of political participation, often to include non-authorized forms such as strikes and protests (see Conge 1988) .
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Since the late 1980s, China researchers have identified further transformations to political participation. First, they have shown that although citizens are no closer to voting directly for their national leaders and decision makers, they often are able to influence the choice of village and urban resident committee leaders (see Schubert and Ahlers 2012) .
Village election practices have improved so that villagers have some choice over candidates, and elections have been extended to urban residents' committees and to some township people's congresses (Manion 2000 , O'Brien & Han 2009 , He 2010 . Second, researchers have sought to track and explain the escalating use of non-authorized participation such as protests and demonstrations, riots and strikes, as well as ordinary people's petitioning behaviour (e.g. Cai 2008 , O'Brien 2008 , Paik 2011 , Li, Liu and O'Brien 2012 . Third, a great deal of scholarly effort has focussed on how Chinese people began in the 1990s to set up and participate in non-governmental organizations, and how these organizations, alongside think tanks, businesses and the media have influenced policy (Kennedy 2005 , Guo 2007 , Mertha 2009 , Zhu 2011 . Finally and most recently, work has begun to show how political participation has shifted online as netizens help shape policy agendas and decisions through opinions voiced in internet chatrooms and microblogs (e.g. Yang 2011). 3 Clearly, political participation has changed in China. But research has concentrated on local elections, unauthorized activities, and the opportunities presented by new technologies, rather than on local initiatives to involve citizens in the policy process. The exceptions are studies that have examined local experiments across China with consultative mechanisms such as public (administrative and legislative) hearings and workshops, and online consultations over draft laws and administrative rules and regulations, where citizens can express opinions before policy decisions are taken (Zhong and Mol 2008, Horsley 2009 ).
Other studies have analyzed experiments with deliberative polling, where a representative group, randomly sampled, expresses its view and chooses from a selection of possible local infrastructure projects (Fishkin et al. 2010, He and Thøgersen 2010) .
So far unexplored, however, are government initiatives that involve citizens in evaluating local government departments' performance, participating in government decision making meetings, and creating public platforms for local citizens to voice their opinions on policies and social problems. This paper's contribution therefore is to show how local governments in China are encouraging these new forms of participation in the policy making process. Based on research in the city of Hangzhou in China's southern Zhejiang province, we describe and assess new mechanisms adopted for encouraging political participation. We do not claim that what we describe in Hangzhou is widespread across China. In fact Hangzhou has pioneered many initiatives and in 2010 won a local government innovation prize for opening up its decision making (Wang 2010) . Hangzhou officials also claimed that their citizen evaluation system had been the first in the country, though it was now found elsewhere. Thus while not representative, the Hangzhou Party-state's innovations may be leading the way nationally in promoting citizen participation.
We conducted fieldwork in Hangzhou between 2010 and 2012, gathering government documents and interviewing officials involved in devising and coordinating citizen participation. We also met journalists and local scholars involved in delivering or researching the participatory activities that we discuss below. 4 On this basis we set out the mechanisms through which the Hangzhou party-state has encourage political participation, focussing in particular on three new dimensions of citizen involvement in the policy process. While citizens in Hangzhou have not been given a role in selecting government personnel and cannot remove leaders through elections if they are unhappy with their policies or performance, they do have the opportunity to evaluate local government departments' performance and policies. 5 They also, as the result of a series of measures under the rubric of 'open style decision making', have given citizens a voice in government meetings and an opportunity to comment in advance on government work plans. Finally, the local government has created a range of platforms using traditional and new media that enable citizens to voice their opinions on local issues and problems (thereby influencing the policy agenda), and debate publicly with each other as well as with government officials and 'experts'. These mechanisms help citizens shape policy agendas, inform and influence decision making, and provide policy feedback to modify existing policies, and so involve citizens through different stages of the policy process. They are more than simply a deliberative or consultative mechanism because they not only involve consulting citizens on particular policies or budgets but also enable them to evaluate government performance, sit in on government meetings that discuss a wide range of policies, and influence policy agendas.
We argue that government-led changes in citizen participation are transforming the nature of local policy making in China. While the policy process remains bureaucratically dominated, participation has been extended beyond the realm of the bureaucracy, think tanks, businesses, non-governmental organizations and the media. The local party-state has opened up policy making to citizen participation and 'authorized' popular participation for a number of reasons, including improving the quality of decision making, pre-empting protest over unpopular policies, and legitimizing policy decisions. It still carefully orchestrates citizen involvement, however, even though its mechanisms do resemble efforts in some democracies to extend participation and local officials do sometimes claim that the mechanisms are democratic.
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Participation in the policy process in Hangzhou
Hangzhou municipal party and government organizations began to innovate with new forms of political participation from May 1999 (Wang 2010) . Since then, the city has gradually institutionalized citizen evaluations of government performance and policies, allowed citizens a greater role in 'open-style decision making', and extended citizens' ability to raise issues, make complaints and discuss policies in the local media -whether through televised debates or local online forums. We discuss each of these below. However, the mechanisms we discuss are not the only ones that Hangzhou has introduced. There are several others that we have not had the space to include. These include individual departments' use of public hearings, as well as a much publicized initiative to use Neighbourhood Offices -local arms of urban district governments -to solicit policy suggestions and feedback from residents (Fan et al. 2009 ). The Hangzhou party-state has also set up 'Urban brand netgroups' (chengshi Citizen participants in the evaluation system are selected in different ways. Officials reported that it was relatively easy to get 'system insiders' to participate but to capture those 'outside the system' (tizhi wai) they conduct household survey (ruhu diaocha). The survey uses stratified random sampling, with interview teams going into communities and interviewing every 50 th household. The survey responses are anonymized and representative by gender (Interview 11, 21 March 2012) . From 2009, the government also -when the survey was being conducted in December -allowed citizens to submit evaluations online (on the government's website or by telephone), and this was open to all (Tong 2009 , Liu 2012 performances using a percentage scale, the EEO also leaves room for people to volunteer opinions, and it specifically asks questions about particular -often contentious -issues.
When analyzing these opinions, the EEO tries to identify the most significant issues for the local government. According to an official working in the EEO:
We look for issues on which there are many opinions and the views are strong, and then we report these issues to the relevant government departments. The government department must then say how it will deal with the issue and at the end of the year report on what it has done (Interview 11, 21 March 2012).
Issues of widespread concern over recent years included unemployment, land use, schools for migrant children, health care and traffic problems (Interview 11, 21 March 2012).
The EEO collates citizen evaluations and then sends them to the government departments that are being assessed. The evaluations influence the overall evaluations of the bureaux (rather than individuals in them), and so the bureau chiefs take them seriously (Interview 6, 19 March 2012 Officials reported several examples of policy change resulting directly from the citizen evaluation process. For example, there had been much public concern about the danger of public buses not giving pedestrians right of way. The EEO had written a report (as it does for every department, summarizing the social evaluations) to the Transport Bureau, which then changed public transport rules accordingly. Another example related to public complaints that the Land and Resource Bureau (guotu ziyuan ju) took too long to process land use certificates. After this report was given to the bureau, they reorganized their procedures so that it took only 30 minutes to complete all the procedures. This case in turn influenced the Real Estate Management Bureau (fangguanju), which improved its efficiency in handling applications for certificates relating to property use and rentals. In a third example, the EEO found citizens were concerned about the problem faced by two popular independent bookshops that were struggling to compete with online booksellers. The EEO reported this to the relevant city government departments, which gave the bookshops 
'Red House' Consultations
At the same time as making more transparent the city government's decision making, and allowing citizens to observe and participate in its meetings, the Hangzhou party-state created a physical space to enable citizens to give their opinions on major local construction proposals. Since May 2006, it has organized 'Red House Consultations' (honglou wenji), using a one-hundred year old red brick building -the 'Red House' -that is a cultural landmark in the city centre. This building hosts a museum and a 713m 2 exhibition space that is used for public consultations -reportedly on all major local planning issues (Chen 2011) . The Red House Consultations are described in official accounts as a bridge between government and people and a platform for their interaction with the aim of merging and optimizing societal resources. Opinions are reportedly 'carefully collated' used to improve the city's construction programmes, as well as 'get as much understanding, participation and support as possible from ordinary people' (Chen 2011) . In interviews, officials reported that the advantage of involving citizens in the planning and decision making process was that it could help pre-empt opposition from residents by allowing them to feed in objections at this stage rather than during or after projects were implemented (Interview 4, 18 June 2011).
While the way that feedback is collated and evaluated are not transparent, the main motivation for the consultations seems to be to solicit ideas and to ascertain whether there are high levels of public opposition to planning projects.
Participating in new media forums

Online discussion forums
As well as involving citizens in the evaluation of government officials and departments, and in government meetings, the Hangzhou party-state has created a number of media forumsand the internet in particular -where citizens to publicly discuss and engage with policy makers over local policies and issues. The core platform for this activity is the website 
Participation though televised debates
One of the most significant platforms for citizens to set policy agendas and shape decision making uses the more traditional medium of television. In December City officials described the programme as beneficial in the context of 'social contradictions', enabling people to discuss social issues and 'give ideas to government' (Li Yong, 19 November 2011) . According to these officials, the programme has become a popular means for people to set out their views and so its influence had grown. They claimed that 'good suggestions' were reported to government departments via the Party Office's News Section, and even on occasion to the Mayor and City Party Secretary, and so programme participants could sometimes influence government policy. As an example, the programme had run a series of five programmes on traffic problems in the city -a source of regular complaints from the public. Discussions on the programme resulted in the local government abandoning a plan to restrict traffic on overpasses, because there was a good deal of opposition, while other rush hour restrictions went ahead because they were more acceptable. In this case, the Transport Bureau had drafted proposals to deal with rush hour traffic, which it opened for consultation on the government's web pages in August 2012. 'Our Roundtable' aired three programmes that same month to discuss the proposals, and then another two programmes in November 2012 to discuss views on their implementation since
October. In another case, two programmes were aired in April 2012 on the problem of buses not giving way to pedestrians. This helped get the issue on the agenda, and resulted in policy makers tackling and remedying the problem. Meanwhile another programme raised the problem of bicycle parks in the government's free bicycle scheme taking up exercize space in public parks, and so alternative spaces were found to put the bicycles (Interview 6, 19 March 2012) .
As well as sometimes enabling citizens to get issues on the agenda and express their views on social problems or policies, 'Our Roundtable' helps them play a 'watchdog' role.
Problems raised on the programme are taken to the relevant government departments to deal with. A specially-designated journalist writes a report to the news section of the Municipal Party Committee Office. In some cases, a government department leader will return and 'report' on progress for viewers -who may have requested feedback. On some issues, however, department officials are willing to return to the programme to report on difficulties implementing policies because it helps relieve the pressure of expectation on them. The programme also allows the government -which plays a role in deciding the content or topic of programmes -to defend policies or explain difficulties in solving problems. People's Congress meetings and to evaluate specific government projects. Participants in the televised discussion on Our Roundtable, however, challenged this approach -and indeed the entire notion of having representatives -saying that they did not want to be 'represented' and would prefer to convey their views directly through referendums and the use of electronic voting ('Our Roundtable', 10 and 11 January 2012).
Conclusion: controlled citizen participation --a step toward democratization?
Hangzhou's many citizen participation mechanisms are often closely connected. Indeed part of Hangzhou's innovation in citizen participation is the way that it has woven together many different mechanisms. As an example, public concerns with specific traffic problems and the plight of independent bookshops were identified through both the EEO survey and Discussion Hall postings, and they were then the subject of programmes aired on 'Our But local party and government officials revealed other reasons for introducing -and committing so much resource to -these major initiatives. They felt it helped improve policies and encouraged government departments to be more service-oriented, effectively adding a level of scrutiny and government oversight. They were also motivated by a desire to reduce conflict and protest -part of efforts to promote a 'harmonious society' -by getting negative feedback on policies as they were formulated and in ongoing government 'conversations'
with citizens over problems and policy solutions even after implementation (Interview 1, 14
October 2010). This served not only to reduce the chance of protest when policies were being implemented, but also to legitimize individual policy decisions.
The new mechanisms are also of course partly motivated by the more general What then is the significance of the Hangzhou innovations? Clearly, they extend participation beyond the 1980s the work unit-based, individualized activities that Tianjian Shi found in Beijing. This is unsurprising given the declining importance in Hangzhou of state work units as small and medium-sized private enterprises have grown. But the city's innovations have also broadened policy making beyond the realm of the bureaucracy, think tanks and experts, businesses, non-governmental organizations and the media. And they involve citizens at all stages of the policy process: from getting issues on the agenda through making decisions and feeding back on implementation and performance.
But do Hangzhou's new participatory innovations -phenomena not previously associated with authoritarian political systems -constitute a significant political development and even a step toward democratization in China? At present participation has been initiated and controlled by the local Party-state, which plays a role from selecting citizen representatives to approving televised debates before they are broadcast, and it seems to be aimed at preserving the political status quo. But participation is now institutionalized (in Hangzhou at least) and may help shape next steps both by establishing participatory principles and by reducing officials' fears of relinquishing control. Citizens are now authorized to participate in shaping the decisions that affect them, and public statements by both national and local leaders support the principle of citizen oversight of government and their democratic right to do so. They may therefore establish a foundation for claims to a more independent role. As people's outspoken (and televised) rejection of citizen representatives in Hangzhou indicates, demands for greater participation may not be easily assuaged and may induce further concessions. At the same time, a gradual opening up of government to citizen participation may reduce local officials' fears of losing control and demonstrated to them the benefits of handing over some responsibilities. While the new participatory mechanisms therefore may be designed to buttress the current political system, they are part of a process of gradual political reform whose trajectory is as yet uncertain.
